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a bus one day and here’s Floyd. And he said, ‘Man, they’ve got 
some good doctors in San Diego.’ He said what happened to 
him. After a while he got a vision that his father had died while 
he was on the ship. But he said really, he couldn’t sleep. His 
insomnia kicked in until finally he broke.”
 Beyond the psychological warfare and arduous la-
bor, monsoons swept across the island. “One of them came 
through and we were in this tent,” Pitre remembers. “We were 
in each corner holding down this pole. I’d never seen anything 
like it. I didn’t know what they meant when they said mon-
soon season. That wind is something else! And it comes from 
the southwest. I said to someone, ‘Why do you always have 
hedges on the southwest part of your yard?’ They said, ‘When 
the evil spirit comes, he comes straight. He does not know how 
to come around.’ ”
 Pitre avoided disaster another day, when he climbed 
into a foxhole in the middle of a vegetable farm during heavy 
rains. He dug trenches to drain the water away from the fox-

The Battle of Okinawa produced a sea of mud and debris, leveled the island and 
resulted in a staggering death toll. National Archives
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hole where he’d take cover from the kamikazes. He found two 
old doors and rested them on top of gallon cans nearby. Then 
he spread his canvas out. He’d sleep there on his dry makeshift 
bed.
 “Why don’t you come on?” a buddy asked. “We’re going 
to stay in that old building tonight.” 
 “I’m not going over there.” Pitre could make out the old 
farmhouse with the coral tile roof—beaten and battered by mon-
soon winds and a mortar shell. The men were huddled south of 
Yontan Airfield on the Okinawan coast.
  Pitre’s fears were realized when the building collapsed 

overnight, breaking 
one man’s hips. “If 
we had gone in there, 
that would have been 
a bad deal,” Pitre says. 
 All told, the very 
worst of the Pacific 
War was not the fierce 
winds or backbreak-
ing labor, but the loss 
of life everywhere. It’s 
the image he’s never 
forgotten. “I saw men 
stacked up like cord-
wood–dead, moving 
bodies like five high. 
That was about the 
saddest thing I saw. 
That makes you cog-
nizant of what you’re 
into when you see a 

lot of dead bodies that way. That’s the price of war. 
 “It appears to me we’ve still got people who don’t really 
realize what the heck war is all about. As a president tries to 
bring these guys back home and somebody gets mad. There’s a 
limit to how many lives you’re going to sacrifice over there.”
 In the throes of battle, a non-commissioned black of-
ficer once openly challenged the positioning of black Marines 

Montford Point Marines rest during the Japanese 
retreat on Okinawa. National Archives
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during Pitre’s service on Okinawa. “We were in a lower part of 
a valley,” Pitre remembers. “If you interfere with coral, when 
the water comes that coral is going to shift. One time some-
thing like that happened. Water that had been draining lost its 
course. It just came down upon us in the valley. I grabbed my 
shoes, both of them, and it just washed stuff away. Then, we’re 
all out in the water. We blacks are down here and the whites 
were in high ground. Not that they intended that, but this guy 
protested.”
 The 82-day campaign to seize Okinawa ended in favor 
of the Allies, but the price was steep all around. Across the 
landscape, you could see bombed-out buildings, bloodstained 
caves and farm fields in ruins. The death toll was stagger-
ing—14,000 Allies, 77,000 Japanese soldiers and 100,000 
civilians or more. Japanese commanders and soldiers killed 
themselves rather than surrender. Civilians jumped from 
rocky cliffs to take their own lives. “It was a scene straight out 
of hell,” remembers Higa Tomiko, then 7. “There is no other 
way to describe it.”
 The gruesome battle for Okinawa set the stage for the 
atomic bombs dropped in August on Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
that ushered in the end of World War II.

Pitre’s First Marine Ammunition Company was soon as-
signed to North China. The men would repatriate the Japanese 
and stand guard on trains vulnerable to attack. Black Marines 
who traveled there remembered the Chinese touching their 
faces as if to determine “if the color would run off on the fin-
gers.” But eventually the reception was warm. 
 Pitre has never forgotten standing guard himself on a 
freight train bound for Tientsin: “We were going to deliver to 
some Marines there who would see that it would get to where 
it should be. But until I delivered it to them, I had to stay with 
it.  So the train would stop different places. Attendants to the 
train—they could talk the language of the people around. And 
people would come toward this train. The trainman had no 
business to get into a fight with another civilian there.  But any-
way, it happened. This man from the community—he picked 
up an instrument and hit the trainman on the side of the head.  
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And it was a bad, bad hit. So here I have this guy come crying 
to me and bleeding.  And I just looked all around to see where 
I was.  And then I saw a building with the American flag on it. 
It looked like it could be military. I scribbled in longhand that 
this man was traveling with us as we were moving this food. 
Please give him some medical aid. And I wrote my name and 
rank and serial number. And he went over to that building and 
we moved. The CIA got involved.”
 It remains Pitre’s fondest memory of World War II.

Except to visit, Clayton never returned to Bayou Country after 
the war. He considered the family farm there a dead-end and 
followed his brother to Washington instead, chasing a possible 
job with the U.S. Navy. Pitre started working for Todd Ship-
yard when he overheard recent high school graduates talking 
about their prom. The conversation led to his enrollment at 
Broadway-Edison Tech, a school for GIs, which awarded Pitre 
his high school diploma. A college degree at Seattle University

Clayton and Gloria, flanked by family in Washington D.C. in 2012. Pitre and 
400 Montford Point Marines finally received the Congressional Gold Medal. 
Clayton Pitre collection
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followed. He met 
his wife Gloria. They 
married and had 
three sons. Pitre 
eventually became 
Chief Housing De-
veloper for the Cen-
tral Area Motivation 
Program, a group 
that provides hous-
ing to families earn-
ing low or moderate 
incomes.
 Looking back, 
Pitre is grateful for 
the GI bill that af-
forded him his edu-
cation and the clear 
objective of his ser-
vice in World War II. 
“We had a true mis-
sion.  You knew what 
Hitler was doing and 
what he had done. 
You knew what the 
Japanese were doing and what they had done. But we find our-
selves sometimes getting into skirmishes. This mission is not as 
clear for these youngsters today.” 
 He’s proud to be called an African American and con-
siders America “halfway there” on its long road to equality. 
“The fact is that when all is equal you have gained. The mili-
tary no longer has to worry about that problem. They have fine 
people from all races who’ve done well for their country.” 
 Over the last dozen years or so, Pitre has belonged to a 
Northwest support group for U.S. Marines. Every year around 
November 10th, the birthday of the United States Marine Corps, 
members get together. The first slice of cake is presented to the 
oldest veteran who, in turn, passes the slice on to the young-
est. Clayton Pitre, at 92, is always the oldest Marine in the 

Clayton Pitre stands topside on the USNS Montford 
Point in Everett. The ship is a tribute to African 
American Marine Corps recruits. Mass Communica-
tion Specialist 2nd Class Jeffry Willadsen/U.S. Navy
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room. Sizing up the new generation in an integrated Corps, 
Pitre smiles. “I know we’ll be in good shape. We’ve got what we 
need.”

Trova Heffernan


